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Abstract 
The attainment of initial status in adult society involves a series of transfers between distinct 
systems of adolescent stratification.  The social and cultural resources of the childhood family 
may be converted into status within informal adolescent society as well as within the formal 
school system.  In turn, family resources and status accrued during adolescence influence 
educational attainment and income in early adulthood. In this paper, the outlines of these 
processes are specified in a structural model and tested in a nationally representative 12-year 
follow-up sample of high school sophomores in the United States.  The findings in general 
support the validity of the model for White, Black, and Hispanic males and females. 
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Introduction 
The determinants of individual success and failure in society are of central concern in several 
areas of social theory and research.  Blau and Duncan’s (1967) paradigmatic study of the 
American Occupational Structure conceptualized the interplay between family ascription and 
individual achievement in a structural model of intergenerational mobility.  They found 
educational attainment to be the main determinant of occupational prestige among males, and 
that the education and occupation of fathers only mildly influences the social status attainment of 
their sons.  Blau and Duncan did acknowledge the possibility of important variables being 
omitted from their model, and they challenged others to try and find them.  A vast number of 
social scientists has accepted this challenge and set out to amplify the conceptual and 
methodological sophistication of the basic status attainment model (see e.g. Erikson and Jonsson, 
1998; Ganzeboom, Treiman and Ultee, 1991; Kerckhoff, 1995; Sorensen, 1994; Thorlindsson 
and Bjornsson, 1979; Warren and Hauser, 1997). 
While seductively simple, Blau and Duncan’s approach to the study of intergenerational 
mobility obscures the actual dynamics of the initial transition from childhood to adult status.  
Adolescents may not have a formal socio-economic status, but neither do they live in a ‘status-
vacuum’ until earning a place in the formal social stratification of adult society. On the contrary, 
as soon as small children start interacting with their peers, they start developing their own social 
status (Corsaro and Eder, 1990).  The status system of the peer culture becomes increasingly 
rigorous as they enter the school system.  Coleman (1961) argued that adolescents form a 
complex society that operates relatively independently within the formal adult school system.  
Although researchers have found both family background and educational achievement to be 
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somewhat related to social status in adolescent society, the everyday activities of adolescents 
appear to be the major basis for such status attainment (Eder and Kinney, 1995).   
In the school system, children are also subjected to a strict system of academic 
stratification, which is devised and supervised by adults.   As Parsons (1959) once pointed out, 
the school system simultaneously and continuously trains, differentiates and selects students on 
the basis of perceived capabilities and achievements.  This process, Parsons argued, is not 
limited to the formal academic goals set by adults and the school system.  The informal social 
training, differentiation and selection process in the society of fellow students might be equally 
important for the future of adolescents.  According to Parsons, 
 
 ... among those individuals destined for higher status in society, one can discern 
two broad types: those whose school work is more or less outstanding and whose 
informal prestige is relatively satisfactory; and vice versa, those whose informal 
prestige is outstanding, and school performance satisfactory. (Parsons, 1959, p. 
315). 
 
While the effect of academic status in high school on later academic and occupational status has 
been extensively scrutinized, Parsons’ contention that status attainment in adolescent society 
anticipates status attainment in adult society has not been systematically assessed.  In this paper, 
early social mobility will be conceptualized as the dynamic process of moving through 
successive systems of stratification, rather than as a single jump from the social position of 
parents to one’s own achieved position in the social structure.  Over their life course, individuals 
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must make a series of transfers between distinct systems of stratification, and their resources 
within one system must be actively transformed into the terms of other systems.  In what follows, 
these processes will be outlined, and a structural model of intergenerational mobility through 
adolescence will be specified.  This model will then be tested using data from the High School 
and Beyond project, which followed a large, nationally representative sample representative of 
1980 high school sophomores for twelve years into their educational and occupational careers.  
 
 
Literature Review 
The Academic Family Endowment 
The socio-economic family background of students has a moderate, but consistent, positive 
effect on their educational achievement and attainment at all levels of the educational system.  In 
high school, adolescents from higher social backgrounds have on average been found to get 
better grades, and are hence more likely to be found on higher ability tracks, as well as being 
more likely to complete high school (Gamoran and Mare, 1989; Hallinan, 1992; Oakes and 
Guiton, 1995; Teachman, Paasch and Carver, 1997).  Academic achievement in high school 
appears to have only minimal effects on either the income (Kang and Bishop, 1984) or 
occupational status (Rosenbaum and Kanyia, 1991) of those students who do not pursue 
postsecondary education.  For continuing students, however, high school academic achievement 
significantly enhances educational attainment.  Adolescents of higher social origin, and those of 
higher academic status in high school, are not only more likely to enroll in college, but they also 
tend to enroll in more selective and prestigious colleges (Davies and Guppy, 1997; Hearn, 1991).  
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College education, in turn, leads to higher occupational status and higher income (Baker and 
Velez, 1996; Rumberger and Thomas, 1993).   
It is possible to account for the link between family background and education from either 
the perspective of individual advantages of the student or collective advantages built into the 
school system.  The ‘social capital’ argument, forwarded by Coleman (e.g. 1988) and others, 
conceptualizes the social relation between students and their parents as a resource that may 
enhance individual academic performance and aspirations.  In this formulation, the values and 
education of the parents can be seen as resources that need to be activated in the relation between 
parents and child.  The more educated the parents, the better potential they have for creating a 
cognitive environment that aids learning.  They are better able to assist their children with their 
homework, and they have higher expectations for both immediate educational achievement and 
future educational attainment.  Similarly, the financial means of the family can be brought to 
bear on the academic performance of children, e.g. by providing a fixed place to study, better 
access to  study material, tuition, and, if necessary, the possibility of private tutoring.  
The alternative, more radical ‘cultural capital’ approach (Bourdieu, 1973; Bourdieu and 
Passeron, 1979) focuses on the more collective advantages of the school system being structured 
in a way that benefits children of higher social origin.  From this perspective, the school system 
is an integral part of a cultural system that values and promotes cultural knowledge and cognitive 
skills that are characteristic of higher status families.  The children of those families enter the 
school system as natives to the school culture, while children of lower origin experience it as a 
foreign land, and are received as such by the native teachers.  According to the cultural capital 
perspective, these cultural advantages of the privileged child are, in effect, translated into 
‘individual’ intelligence and abilities by the school system. 
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The perspectives of ‘social’ and ‘cultural’ capital yield rather similar predictions of 
individual academic success or failure, but they are based on profoundly divergent assumptions 
regarding the nature of educational inequality.  From the social capital perspective, parents are 
merely using the resources at their disposal to enhance their children’s’ future prospects.  Hence, 
family background can only be prevented from influencing academic outcomes through 
fundamental social transformation, such as eradicating all social differences (Jencks, 1972) or 
instituting obligatory boarding schools for all children (Coleman, 1968).  From the perspective of 
cultural capital, on the other hand, the school system is built around the resources of the more 
affluent members of society, and restructuring the school system to serve all members of society 
equally, could theoretically eliminate the effect of family background on academic outcomes.   
From the perspective of the child entering the social reality of school the ‘ultimate’ value of 
his or her family endowment is a rather moot point.  In terms of social status, the important issue 
is that the resources associated with parental socio-economic status can be transformed into 
higher academic status in the school system.  Higher academic status, in turn, translates into 
higher socio-economic status in adult life.  However, the social capital perspective would predict 
that family background effects school evaluation exclusively through academic abilities.  The 
cultural capital perspective, on the other hand, suggests that family status would effect school 
evaluation over and above what standardized measures of academic abilities would predict.   
 
Achieving Status in Adolescent Society 
Following Coleman’s (1961) seminal study, adolescent society has been conceptualized as 
a structured network of peer groups, with an informal status hierarchy of groups and individuals 
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within the groups.  The extent to which a school has a single ‘leading crowd’ may vary over time 
and across places, but the assignment of differential prestige to groups and cliques is one of the 
defining features of an adolescent society.  Similarly, although the ‘popularity’ of individuals 
may stem from widely different sources, adolescents appear to have no difficulty in assessing 
either their own popularity, or the relative popularity of their peers. 
The socio-economic status of the family of origin has rather consistently been found to 
have a moderate, positive effect on adolescent status, particularly among Whites and Hispanics 
(Buoye, 1998; Coleman, 1961; Kennedy, 1995).  This effect has been argued to operate partially 
through valued symbols of status, such as designer clothes, exotic vacations and expensive cars, 
but family background also appears to carry with it status that translates directly into adolescent 
status.  Contrary to popular belief, some researchers have also found educational achievement to 
somewhat enhance adolescent social status (Coleman, 1961; Corsaro and Eder, 1990).   
It is important to note that the utility of these resources obtained in adult-controlled society 
appears to be contingent on social success in adolescent society.  In other words, although family 
background and individual educational achievement can boost social status somewhat, they can 
not serve as a basis for such status.  In the context of social failure, they may quickly change into 
a liability.  The academically successful, socially unsuccessful ‘nerd’ may be the prime example 
of this risk, but the same phenomenon has been reported for socially unsuccessful adolescents 
who are stigmatized on the basis of their affluent social background (Eder, 1995). 
The main predictors of adolescent status attainment are, however, rooted in the everyday 
life in adolescent society.  Sport participation has consistently been found to be the major 
predictor of popularity for males (Coleman, 1961; Eitzen, 1975; Holland and Andre, 1994), and 
there are some indications of an increase in the prestige of female sports (Melnick, Vanfossen 
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and Sabo, 1988; Eder and Kinney, 1995).  It should be noted that the influence of sport on status 
attainment processes may not be limited to visibility on the athletic field.  Adolescents from 
families of higher socio-economic status are more likely to participate in organized sport (Fejgin, 
1994), implying a certain degree of hidden ascription of social status operating through sports.  
Furthermore, participation in organized sports appears to lead to higher educational aspirations, 
better grades in high school and increased educational attainment (Marsh, 1993; Fejgin, 1994; 
Vilhjalmsson and Thorlindsson, 1992; Thorlindsson, Karlsson and Sigfusdottir, 1994).  Sport 
participation has also rather consistently been found to be associated with less involvement in a 
variety of delinquent activities (Eccles and Barber, 1999; Thorlindsson and Vilhjalmsson, 1991). 
Participation in other highly visible extracurricular activities is often assumed to have the 
same positive effect as sports on adolescent social status (Eder, 1995).  However, systematic 
studies in this area are curiously sparse.  Cheerleading has long been found to be an important 
source of social status for high school girls, and does not show any signs of decline in 
importance (Coleman, 1961; Eder and Kinney, 1995).  Holland and Andre’s (1995) results, 
based on retrospective responses from 143 college students, tentatively suggest that participation 
in high school student government may be similarly prestigious as cheerleading and participating 
in other sports than the prestigious male football and basketball.  Furthermore, Eccles and Barber 
(1999) find that student government involvement and cheerleading are related to positive and 
negative aspects of adolescence in similar ways as sports.  
Social mobility within adolescent society takes place in a complex negotiation of 
individuals seeking prestigious peer groups, and peer groups seeking prestigious members.  
Although the Machiavellian politics of adolescent status attainment make it difficult to pinpoint 
the precise process of status attainment in adolescent society, certain characteristics and 
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resources have rather consistently been found to be associated with increased social status.  In 
fact, the patterns of adolescent ‘popularity’ uncovered in the earliest studies of adolescent 
societies in the United States (Gordon, 1957; Coleman, 1961) have been shown to be remarkably 
persistent over time.  Even Larkin’s (1979) passionate and gleeful description of the political and 
cultural demise of Coleman’s ‘crowd of athletes and their admirers’ in the 1970’s can be 
interpreted as a fascinating example of the traditional ‘upper class’ of adolescent society, 
temporarily besieged by a widespread revolt among the ‘lower classes’.  
 
High School Stratification Systems and Intergenerational Mobility 
The conceptual model of intergenerational mobility shown in Figure 1, draws together the 
three distinct research traditions of intergenerational mobility, educational achievement and 
adolescent status attainment.  The wide scope of the model gives a panoramic view of the 
different processes at work at different times, but distilling a few key concepts from each of 
these traditions makes it impossible to do justice to the different dimensions and nuances  that 
have been carefully mapped out in each different field of research. 
__________________ 
Figure 1 about here 
__________________ 
According to the social mobility literature (e.g. Behrman and Taubman, 1985; Blau and 
Duncan, 1967), parental educational attainment should increase children’s educational 
attainment, and parental family income should be associated with both higher educational 
attainment and higher income of the children in adult life.  Both the social capital perspective 
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(Coleman, 1988) and the cultural capital perspective (Bordieau and Passeron, 1979) would 
predict results consistent with Blau and Duncan’s basic status attainment model.  According to 
the former perspective, students from higher socio-economic backgrounds should have higher 
grades simply because their academic performance is better.  From the latter perspective, they 
should perform better academically and get higher grades because the system is biased in their 
favor.  The major difference between the two perspectives in this respect is that the cultural 
capital perspective would predict teachers to be biased in favor of students of higher socio-
economic backgrounds, and that such students would thus get even better grades than predicted 
by their academic performance.   
In terms of this study, both the social capital and the cultural capital perspectives would 
predict that academic performance as measured by standardized tests should be modeled as an 
intervening variable between parental resources and grades. In this model, parental educational 
attainment is thus expected to enhance academic success of high school students, as well as their 
later level of educational attainment.  However, the cultural capital perspective yields the 
hypothesis that a direct path should be drawn from parental resources to high school grades.  In 
contrast, the social capital perspective explicitly posits that no such path needs to be drawn.  
In line with previous research (e.g. Davies and Guppy, 1997; Hearn, 1991; Teachman, 
Paasch and Carver, 1997), adolescent academic achievement in high school is expected to 
increase their future level of educational attainment.  Following Blau and Duncan (1967), 
parental educational attainment should only indirectly affect the labor market outcomes of the 
children through their own educational attainment.  According to Parsons (1959), academic and 
social status in high school should anticipate educational and occupational attainment.  The 
present study represents the first attempt to operationalize and test this hypothesis. 
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Family income and high school academic status should be expected to impact the 
stratification system of adolescent society (Coleman, 1961; Kennedy, 1995).  Sport participation 
has traditionally been assumed to be the main determinant of adolescent male popularity, as has 
cheerleading for female adolescents (Gordon 1957; Coleman 1961).  The specific measures of 
status in the adolescent stratification system in this study include formal roles in organized 
sports, cheer-leading, and student government, as well as the respondents subjective assessment 
of his or her own ‘popularity’ among other students.   
It should be reiterated that this model is intended to capture the most general processes 
operating over a considerable span of time and across widely different social configurations.  
The objective is not to maximize the explained variance at any given location in this process, and 
various important situation-specific factors are thus omitted from the model.  For instance, 
adolescent societies will vary greatly across space on a continuum of conformity to mainstream 
goals, as will the adult societies in which they are embedded.  Similarly, length of education and 
labor market participation will be affected by individual circumstances beyond the scope of this 
model, most notably family responsibilities, health or illness, and geographical variation.  These 
and other factors should show up as unaccounted variance at different points in the model. 
 
Method 
Data 
The present study is based on the High School and Beyond data set, which contains 
longitudinal information on educational and occupational outcomes of 13,749 public and private 
high school students the United States from their sophomore year in 1980 through 1992.  At the 
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first stage of the two-stage probability sample, over 1,000 schools were selected in a manner 
designed to ensure an oversampling of various racial categories and of certain types of schools.  
At the second stage of the survey, students were randomly sampled at each school.   
In this study the data is split by race (White, Black and Hispanic) and gender into six 
groups for separate analysis.  Individuals with missing information on race and gender were 
deleted from the data set, as were individuals of other racial backgrounds.  Missing values on 
other variables were replaced by mean substitution.  The resulting sample of 10,422 students 
(48.4% males) was then weighted to be nationally representative of the composition of these four 
groups.  The weighted raw data were transformed into covariance matrices for maximum 
likelihood structural equation modeling in Lisrel 8 (Bollen, 1989; Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1993). 
 
Measures 
Table 1 contains descriptive statistics of the constructs used in the structural equation 
models.  Because of limitations of the data, several of the constructs employed have only one 
indicator, and their measurement errors can thus not be estimated.  The reliabilities of multiple 
indicators are reported as the proportion of their variance accounted for by the underlying latent 
construct (see Bollen 1989).  Parental education (Construct #1) and parental income (Construct 
#2) consist of two single-item indicators.  Parental education is the educational level of the 
residential parental figure with the higher level of education in 1980 (0: Less than high school; 7: 
Advanced college degree).  Parental income is the combined household income in 1980 (0: Less 
than $8,000; 7: $50,000 or more). 
___________________ 
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Table 1 about here 
__________________ 
The model employs three distinct constructs of prestigious adolescent activities in 1982.  
Sport participation (Construct #3) is measured by participation in varsity sports or other sports.  
Cheerleading (Construct #4) is indicated by participation in cheerleading or pep clubs.  Student 
government (Construct #5) is measured by participation in either a student council, or in 
producing a student newspaper or yearbook.   
Perceived social status in high school in 1982 is modeled as a latent construct (#6) with 
three observed indicators.  These three indicators involve the respondents believing that other 
students see them as popular, socially active, or part of the leading crowd.   
Academic status is assessed by three distinct constructs.  Academic abilities are measured 
as a latent construct (#7), indicated by scores on two standardized tests administered to the 
participants in 1980 and 1982.  School grades in 1982 (Construct #8) also have two indicators; 
school transcripts and self-reports by the students themselves. Finally, academic track (Construct 
#9) corresponds to the highly visible placement of individuals into different tracks according to 
their academic interests and abilities. 
Outcomes in adult life are modeled as two constructs. Highest degree attained by 1992 
(Construct #10) is measured by a single item.  Income after the highest degree is modeled as a 
latent construct (#11).  It is indicated by income in each of the first two years after highest 
degree, adjusted to 1992 dollars. 
 
Results 
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As the structural model being estimated is rather extensive, only results pertaining to the 
key stratification systems are shown in Tables 2 and 3.  The direct effects presented are 
analogous to the standardized beta coefficients in multiple regression, whereas the total effects 
should be interpreted as the sum of the direct effects and the indirect effects trickling through 
various pathways in the model.  Where a substantial portion of the total effect is operating 
indirectly, the channel of the indirect effect is indicated in the text. 
 
_________________ 
Table 2 about here 
_________________ 
 
Academic Status in High School 
As should be expected, academic abilities as measured by the standardized test have the 
strongest effect on academic status in high school for the six gender-race groups.  With the 
exception of a rather small direct effect for Black males, parental education and parental income 
only indirectly influence grades through performance on the standardized tests.  Sport 
participation has a rather consistent direct effect on grades among males of all three racial 
groups, independent of their academic performance on the standardized tests.  Sport participation 
does not appear to have a similar effect on female grades.  However, cheerleading does have 
such an independent effect on the grades of Hispanic and to a lesser extent, White females.   
_________________ 
Table 3 about here 
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_________________ 
 
Social Status in High School 
Consistent with previous research, sport participation is found to be closely related to the 
social status of males in adolescent society, and to a somewhat lesser extent to status among 
females.  As has also been consistently reported in previous research, cheerleading is found to be 
moderately related to perceived status of adolescent females.  However, participation in student 
government, which has received limited attention in previous research, is found to have a 
stronger relation to the social status of females in all three racial categories than cheerleading 
does.  Furthermore, student government appears to be more strongly related to self-perceived 
social status than is sport participation among Hispanic and White females.  Student government 
participation is also moderately related to self-perceived social status among adolescent males.   
Apart from activities directly related to the structure of adolescent society, parental 
education and parental income are in most cases found to have rather small effects on the social 
status of adolescents.  Different aspects of academic status also have mostly small effects on 
social status, operating primarily through enhanced status of being placed in a more academically 
oriented track in school.  Among Hispanic females higher grades apparently have a rather small 
negative effect on status, once track placement has been taken into account. 
 
Educational Attainment 
Performance on the standardized tests in 1980 and 1982 has the strongest effect on 
educational attainment, partially operating through higher school grades.  School grades have a 
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moderate independent effect on educational attainment for all gender-race groups, as does being 
placed in a higher track for all females and White males.  In addition to factors related to 
academic status in high school, parental education is found to have a relatively low independent 
impact on the level of educational attainment among White and Hispanic adolescents, but not 
among Black adolescents.   
Similar effects are found for sport participation among males in all three racial groups, as 
well as sport participation and cheerleading among Hispanic females.  In addition, sport 
participation in high school appears also to slightly increase educational attainment among those 
groups through higher academic status.  Surprisingly, high school sport participation among 
Black females has a small, but statistically significant negative effect on educational attainment.  
Participation in student government is found to have a small positive relation to academic 
attainment among White males and females, as well as Black males. 
 
Initial Income after Highest Degree 
As expected, the educational level attained has by far the strongest impact on income in the 
first two years after the highest degree for males and females in all three racial groups.  
However, grades in high school also have moderate to low effects on initial income among all 
the groups except Hispanic males.  Parental income also has a moderate total effect on the initial 
income of males and females in all three racial groups.  Interestingly, the strongest effect of 
adolescent activities on initial income is found among Black females.  Black females who 
participated in student government in their senior high school year in 1982 are found to have had 
a somewhat higher initial income in 1992, even after controlling for other factors.   Similar to the 
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case of educational attainment, Black females who participated in high school sport are found to 
have somewhat lower initial income. 
 
Goodness-of-Fit Measures 
The chi-square tests for the overall fit of the models to the data suggest marginal 
differences between the observed and the model implied covariance matrices for the samples of 
White males and females.  However, measures less affected by sample size than the chi-square 
test (see Gerbing and Andersson, 1993) indicate a rather close fit of the models.  For instance, 
the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (St. RMR) shows the average difference between 
the actual correlation of the indicators, and the indicator correlations that would have been 
observed if the structural model was flawless.  In the model presented here, the actual correlation 
coefficients deviate on average between .01 and .03 from their model-implied counterparts, 
suggesting a rather close fit for all the models (Bollen, 1989). 
The model accounts for the greatest portion of the variance in high school grades, high 
school social status, and highest degree earned among White students.  It accounts for the 
smallest portion of the variance among Black students, with an intermediate portion explained 
among Hispanic students.  The model accounts for 36-40% of the variance in high school grades 
among White males and females, 20-15% of the grade variance among Black males and females, 
and 30-32% among Hispanic males and females.  Similarly, it accounts for 25-30% in the 
variance in self-reported high school social status among White males and females, 8-17% of the 
status variance among Black males and females, and 17-21% of the variance among Hispanics.  
Finally, it accounts for 37% of the variance in highest degree earned among White males and 
females.  It accounts for 18-25% in the degree variance among Black males and females, and 28-
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31% of the variance among Hispanics.  The amount of variance in income accounted for by the 
model, however, appears to be patterned more by gender than by race or ethnicity.  Thus, the 
model accounts for 27-30% of the variance in income after highest degree among White, Black 
and Hispanic males.  Among White and Hispanic females, the model accounts for 16-18% of the 
variance in initial income.  Interestingly, the model accounts for the highest proportion (35%) of 
the variance in initial income among Black females. 
 
Discussion 
These results lend support to the conception of early intergenerational mobility as a series 
of transformations between successive systems of stratification.  The most proximate factors in 
each system inevitably have the greatest impact on status within that system.  Thus, academic 
performance as measured by standardized tests strongly predicts school grades, and participation 
in prestigious activities is closely related to social status in adolescent society.  Similarly, 
academic abilities and high school grades are good predictors of educational attainment in later 
life, and educational attainment, in turn, has a strong impact on initial labor market status and 
income.   
Beyond these intuitively obvious findings, several theoretically important patterns emerge 
across stratification systems.  In a simple multivariate analysis, the proximate factors wash out 
much of the direct effects of factors that are conceptually and temporally further removed.  
However, as the structural model presented here demonstrates, the more distant factors continue 
to affect status in successive systems of stratification, albeit increasingly hidden as indirect 
effects operating through the more proximate factors.   
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In this study, the ascriptive factors of parental education and parental income emerge as 
resources that translate into relatively small positive effects on grades, popularity, later 
educational attainment, as well as on initial income after highest degree.  The effects of family 
ascription on grades operate almost exclusively through performance on the standardized tests.  
In other words, family ascription appears to enhance school ranking of students through higher 
academic performance as argued by Coleman (1988), rather than through an overt cultural bias 
in favor of upper class appearances as proposed by Bordieau (1973; Bordieau and Passeron, 
1979). 
As has been consistently demonstrated in virtually every study of adolescent social life 
from Gordon (1957) and Coleman (1961) onwards, sport participation is the strongest 
determinant of male popularity in high school. Sport is also found to be rather strongly related to 
female popularity.  The neglected factor of participation in student government follows sports 
closely as a prestigious activity.  Among females, student government is equally or more 
important than sport participation.  Cheerleading, which has traditionally been taken to be the 
ultimate determinant of popularity among high school females, falls in third place after sport 
participation and student government.  The positive effect of academic achievement on 
adolescent popularity reported by Coleman (1961), and Corsaro and Eder (1990), appear to 
operate through track placement, rather than stemming directly from academic abilities or school 
grades.  Track placement represents the official school prediction of the future careers of 
students, and as such it may be more easily used to negotiate social status in adolescent society 
than more intangible aspects of school stratification, such as academic abilities or grades. 
In line with previous research (e.g. Eccles and Barber, 1999; Marsh, 1993; Fejgin, 1994), 
sport participation in high school is found to be positively associated with educational 
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achievement in high school, as well being positively related to later educational attainment and 
initial income after highest degree.  A similar relation is found between participation in student 
government and status attainment later in life.  
Vilhjalmsson and Thorlindsson (1992) argue that sport participation may enhance social 
attainment through physiological and social psychological benefits of sports.  They point out that 
individuals in good physical conditions are more likely to enjoy good health and high energy 
levels, which in turn contributes to their social achievement in various areas.  Furthermore, they 
argue that sport participation may provide individuals with a purpose and direction in life, which 
may lead to positive outcomes in other areas of their lives.  The positive relation found here 
between participation in student government and adult status attainment could be generated by 
social psychological advantages such as those suggested by Vilhjalmsson and Thorlindsson. 
However, it is also possible that participation in student government is simply an indicator of 
personal qualities that enhance social status in different areas at different points in the life of an 
individual.  Either possibility would be consistent with Parsons’ (1959) contention that the 
informal adolescent society trains, differentiates and selects students for future success in adult 
society. 
Interestingly, male sport participation and female cheerleading are found to be positively 
related to high school grades, even after controlling for their scores on the standardized tests.  In 
other words, these groups of students get better grades than their academic abilities and 
performance appear to warrant.  It is possible that school requirements of a minimum GPA for 
athletes may lead them to prepare for school tests in ways that do not effect academic 
performance as measured by the standardized tests.  However, it is also possible that schools are 
biased towards giving better grades to students involved in traditionally gender specific 
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prestigious activities, such as male sports and female cheerleading.  This would be analogous to 
Bourdieau’s (1973) contention that the school system transforms family social status into grades.  
This hypothesis was not supported as far as family social status was concerned, but it may hold 
for social status in adolescent society. 
Overall, the results of this study are consistent with Parsons’ (1959) argument that both 
formal academic status and informal social status in high school anticipate status attainment in 
later life.  Performance on standardized tests and grades in high school directly and indirectly 
affect both highest degree attained ten years later and the initial income after highest degree for 
White, Black, and Hispanic males and females.  Participation in student government in high 
school is directly related to higher educational degree earned among White and Black 
adolescents, and is thus indirectly related to initial income.  This effect is not found among 
Hispanic adolescents.  Sport participation has a similar relation to later educational attainment 
and initial income among White, Black, and Hispanic males, as well as White and Hispanic 
females.  Unexpectedly, sport participation among Black females is found to be negatively 
related to later life outcomes. 
The relation between status attainment in adolescent society and status attainment in other 
systems of stratification may be attributed to several alternative processes.  First, this relation 
may simply be due to a selection process, where certain physical, social, or intellectual attributes 
are rewarded in each of the different stratification systems.  Second, success in adolescent 
society may enhance social self-esteem and empower individuals to pursue prestigious goals in 
other contexts, thereby increasing their chances of upward social mobility.  Third, success in 
adolescent society may entail the development of both social skills and the construction of social 
networks that can be drawn upon in other contexts.  Finally, it is possible that engaging in 
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prestigious adolescent activities somehow directly opens social doors that would otherwise have 
been closed.  These alternative mechanisms can only be teased out by further research that is 
explicitly attuned to the dynamics of status transfers between social stratification systems over 
the life course. 
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics for Construct Indicators by Gender and Race/Ethnicity 
   White  Black  Hispanic 
 Range  Mean (s.e.) Reliability  Mean (s.e.) Reliability  Mean (s.e.) Reliability 
Males           
[1] Parental education 0-7  2.87 (.04) ---  2.31 (.09) ---  2.30(.08) --- 
[2] Parental income 0-7  3.83 (.03) ---  2.47 (.08) ---  3.01 (.08) --- 
[3] Sport participation 0-4  1.21 (.02) ---  1.46 (.05) ---  1.34 (.05) --- 
[4] Cheer-leading 0-2  .05 (.004) ---  .07 (.01) ---  .09 (.01) --- 
[5] Student government 0-4  .35 (.01) ---  .29 (.03) ---  .30 (.03) --- 
[6] Popular 0-2  1.03 (.01) .55  1.15 (.02) .53  1.06 (.02) .56 
[6] Socially active 0-2  .92 (.01) .46  1.03 (.02) .35   .92 (.02) .38 
[6] Part of leading crowd 0-2  .86 (.01) .53  .85 (.03) .35   .88 (.02) .27 
[7] Test scores 1980 31-74  52.85 (.13) .71  45.91 (.31) .50  46.78 (.27) .50 
[7] Test scores 1982 30-70  53.37 (.14) .85  45.40 (.33) .95  45.72 (.30) .72 
[8] 1982 GPA (transcripts) 0-4  2.52 (.01) .87  2.07 (.03) .90  2.15 (.02) .80 
[8] 1982 GPA (self-report) 0-6  3.17 (.02) .90  2.47 (.05) .78  2.57 (.04) .88 
[9] HS track 0-2  1.22 (.01) ---  1.08 (.04) ---   .86 (.03) --- 
[10] Highest degree 1992 0-6  2.26 (.02) ---  1.66 (.05) ---  1.58 (.04) --- 
[11] Income 1st year 0-8  2.72 (.04) .72  1.93 (.08) .71  2.17 (.07) .60 
[11] Income 2nd year 0-8  3.16 (.04) .59  2.40 (.09) .40  2.64 (.08) .40 
Unweighted sample size   3051  573  1109 
Weighted sample size   3680  540  696 
           
Females           
[1] Parental education 0-7  2.80 (.04) ---  2.21 (.07) ---  2.23 (.08) --- 
[2] Parental income 0-7  3.72 (.03) ---  2.45 (.08) ---   2.65 (.08) --- 
[3] Sport participation 0-4   .74 (.02) ---   .76 (.04) ---   .65 (.04) --- 
[4] Cheer-leading 0-2  .28 (.01) ---  .35 (.02) ---   .28 (.02) --- 
[5] Student government 0-4  .55 (.01) ---  .54 (.04) ---   .53 (.04) --- 
[6] Popular 0-2   .95 (.01) .54  1.01 (.02) .51   .96 (.02) .44 
[6] Socially active 0-2  .99 (.01) .54  1.05 (.02) .38   .94 (.03) .34 
[6] Part of leading crowd 0-2  .75 (.01) .56   .73 (.03) .18   .73 (.03) .42 
[7] Test scores 1980 29-74  52.27 (.12) .71  45.24 (.27) .48  45.60 (.29) .50 
[7] Test scores 1982 29-70  52.74 (.13) .86  43.97 (.27) .75  45.12 (.33) .80 
[8] 1982 GPA (transcripts) 0-4  2.75 (.01) .89  2.24 (.03) .91  2.33 (.03) .81 
[8] 1982 GPA (self-report) 0-6  3.62 (.02) .90  2.82 (.05) .83  2.96 (.05) .86 
[9] HS track 0-2  1.25 (.01) ---  1.03 (.03) ---   .96 (.04) --- 
[10] Highest degree 1992 0-6  2.30 (.02) ---  1.78 (.04) ---  1.74 (.05) --- 
[11] Income 1st year 0-8  2.41 (.03) .87  1.64 (.07) .70  1.85 (.08) .63 
[11] Income 2nd year 0-8  2.97 (.03) .38  2.04 (.08) .50  2.45 (.09) .37 
Unweighted sample size   3362  716  1062 
Weighted sample size   3982  674  581 
 
Latent constructs: 
[1] Parental education 1980 [6] Perceived social status in senior high school year 1982 
[2]  Parental income 1980  [7] Performance on standardized tests in sophomore and senior years 1980/82 
[3] Sport participation 1982 [8] Grades in senior high school year1982 
[4] Cheer-leading 1982  [9]  Track placement in senior high school year 1982 
[5] Student government 1982 [10] Highest academic degree attained in 1992 
     [11] Initial income in first two years after highest degree 
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Table 2 (continues…) 
Direct and Total Effects Across Status Hierarchies for  
White, Black and Hispanic Males in the United States, 1980-1992 
 High School 
Grades 1982 
 High School 
Popularity 1982 
 Highest degree 
attained 1992 
 Income after 
Highest Degree 
White Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total 
Family Ascription            
Parental education 1980 --- .17***  .07*** .13***  .11*** .26***  --- .14*** 
Parental income 1980 --- .11***  .06*** .15***  .07*** .21***  .06*** .18*** 
            
High School Academic Status            
Standardized tests 1980/82 .58*** .58***  --- .07***  .21*** .44***  --- .23*** 
School grades 1982 --- ---  --- .03**  .26*** .27***  .05** .18*** 
Track placement 1982 --- ---  .04* .06**  .15*** .15***  --- .07*** 
            
High School Social Status            
Sport participation 1982 .10*** .15***  .33*** .39***  .07*** .17***  .07*** .17*** 
Cheerleading 1982 .05*** .00  .05** .05**  --- ---  --- --- 
Student government 1982 --- ---  .23*** .23***  .07*** .07***  --- .04** 
Perceived popularity 1982 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  .05** .05** 
            
Educational Attainment            
Highest degree by 1992 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  .45*** .45*** 
        
R2 .36  .25  .37  .28 
Chi-square 194.8    Df 70       AGFI  .99         RMSEA .02        St. RMR .01 
            
Black Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total 
            
Family Ascription            
Parental education 1980 .07* .13**  --- .02*  .07* .13**  --- .08*** 
Parental income 1980 --- .15***  --- .02*  --- .10***  .08* .15*** 
            
High School Academic Status            
Standardized tests 1980/82 .47*** .47***  --- .04*  .23*** .31***  --- .20*** 
School grades 1982 --- ---  --- ---  .15** .16***  .09* .17*** 
Track placement 1982 --- ---  .09* .09*  --- ---  --- --- 
            
High School Social Status            
Sport participation 1982 .11** .11**  .23*** .25***  .14** .18***  --- .10*** 
Cheerleading 1982 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  --- --- 
Student government 1982 --- ---  .10* .10*  .11** .11**  --- .05** 
Perceived popularity 1982 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  --- --- 
            
Educational Attainment            
Highest degree by 1992 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  .50*** .50*** 
        
R2 .25  .08  .18  .30 
Chi-square 133.5    Df 88       AGFI  .96         RMSEA .03       St. RMR .03 
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Table 2 (… continued) 
Direct and Total Effects Across Status Hierarchies for  
White, Black and Hispanic Males in the United States, 1980-1992 
 
 
 High School 
Grades 1982 
 High School 
Popularity 1982 
 Highest degree 
attained 1992 
 Income after 
Highest Degree 
            
Hispanic Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total 
            
Family Ascription            
Parental education 1980 --- .12***  .08* .11**  .06* .17***  --- .08*** 
Parental income 1980 --- .11***  .11** .15***  --- .12***  .12** .17*** 
            
High School Academic Status            
Standardized tests 1980/82 .56 .56  --- .09***  .39*** .46***  --- .23*** 
School grades 1982 --- ---  --- .03**  .10* .11*  --- .05* 
Track placement 1982 --- ---  .12** .14**  --- .02*  --- .01* 
            
High School Social Status            
Sport participation 1982 .11** .11**  .23*** .29***  .08* .13***  --- .07*** 
Cheerleading 1982 --- -.06**  --- -.01*  --- -.05**  --- -.02** 
Student government 1982 --- ---  .18*** .18***  --- .02**  --- .01* 
Perceived popularity 1982 --- ---  --- ---  .13** .13**  --- .07** 
            
Educational Attainment            
Highest degree by 1992 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  .49*** .49*** 
        
R2 .32  .17  .28  .27 
Chi-square 134.1    Df 85      AGFI  .96        RMSEA .03       St. RMR .03 
 
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001 
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Table 3 (continues…) 
Direct and Total Effects Across Status Hierarchies for  
White, Black and Hispanic Females in the United States, 1980-1992 
 Academic status  
in high school 
Social status 
in high school 
 Educational 
attainment 
 Initial income 
White Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total 
Family Ascription            
Parental education 1980 --- .19***  .08*** .16***  .16*** .33***  --- .13*** 
Parental income 1980 --- .14***  .09*** .19***  .06*** .22***  .03* .13*** 
            
High School Academic Status            
Standardized tests 1980/82 .62*** .62***  --- .10***  .25*** .44***  --- .20*** 
School grades 1982 --- ---  --- .04**  .17*** .19***  .08*** .15*** 
Track placement 1982 --- ---  .05** .06***  .15*** .15***  --- .05*** 
            
High School Social Status            
Sport participation 1982 .03** .07***  .21*** .28***  .02* .08***  --- .04*** 
Cheerleading 1982 .06*** .08***  .16*** .17***  --- .03***  --- --- 
Student government 1982 --- ---  .32*** .32***  .06*** .07***  --- .04*** 
Perceived popularity 1982 --- ---  --- ---  .02* .02*  .04* .05** 
            
Educational Attainment            
Highest degree by 1992 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  .34*** .34*** 
        
R2 .40  .30  .37  .16 
Chi-square 220.3    Df 70       AGFI .99          RMSEA .02      St. RMR .01 
 
            
Black Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total 
            
Family Ascription            
Parental education 1980 --- .07***  --- .01*  --- .07**  --- .06*** 
Parental income 1980 --- .11***  .10** .12**  --- .12**  --- .10*** 
            
High School Academic Status            
Standardized tests 1980/82 .45*** .45***  --- .04**  .32*** .45***  .19*** .41*** 
School grades 1982 --- ---  --- ---  .19*** .20***  --- .09*** 
Track placement 1982 --- ---  --- ---  .10** .10**  --- .04** 
            
High School Social Status            
Sport participation 1982 --- ---  .25*** .27***  -.07* -.04*  -.12** -.12*** 
Cheerleading 1982 --- ---  .15** .15**  --- ---  --- --- 
Student government 1982 --- ---  .20*** .20***  --- .02*  .12** .12** 
Perceived popularity 1982 --- ---  --- ---  .09* .09*  --- .04* 
            
Educational Attainment            
Highest degree by 1992 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  .43*** .43*** 
        
R2 .20  .17  .25  .35 
Chi-square 123.1    Df 86       AGFI .97          RMSEA .02        St. RMR .03 
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Table 3 (…continued) 
Direct and Total Effects Across Status Hierarchies for  
White, Black and Hispanic Females in the United States, 1980-1992 
 
 
            
Hispanic Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total  Direct Total 
            
Family Ascription            
Parental education 1980 --- .11***  .09* .11*  .16*** .26***  --- .09*** 
Parental income 1980 --- .17***  --- .09***  --- .19***  .11* .19*** 
            
High School Academic Status            
Standardized tests 1980/82 .53*** .53***  --- ---  .24*** .39***  --- .20*** 
School grades 1982 --- ---  -.09* -.07*  .21*** .21***  .17** .23*** 
Track placement 1982 --- ---  .12** .15**  .11** .11**  --- .03* 
            
High School Social Status            
Sport participation 1982 --- ---  .12** .19***  .12** .13***  --- .04** 
Cheerleading 1982 .12** .12**  .15** .14**  .09** .11**  --- .05** 
Student government 1982 --- ---  .29*** .29***  --- ---  --- --- 
Perceived popularity 1982 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  --- --- 
            
Educational Attainment            
Highest degree by 1992 --- ---  --- ---  --- ---  .28*** .28*** 
        
R2 .30  .21  .31  .18 
Chi-square 110.0    Df 78       AGFI .96          RMSEA .03        St. RMR .03 
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001 
 
 
